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This paper guides the theoretical development of future research on interorganizational systems (IOS). We first assess past IOS 
research by reviewing and summarizing the findings of 51 empirical studies of IOS published in 11 IS journals between 1990 and 
2003. This literature addresses three primary issues: (1) factors influencing organizational decisions to adopt IOS; (2) the impact 
of IOS on governance over economic transactions; and (3) the organizational consequences of IOS adoption. From our 
assessment of the findings and theoretical approaches taken in past research, we offer three recommendations for future research. 
First, the theoretical foundations of IOS research during this period are diverse, representing 17 different yet complementary 
theories. We recommend that researchers continue to diversify their theoretical approaches in order to address new research 
challenges. Second, we recommend that IOS researchers move beyond mere descriptions of IOS artifacts by engaging with IOS 
artifacts on theoretical grounds. Third, we identify and describe new theoretical directions for future IOS research in each of the 
main issue areas.  
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1. Introduction 
At their most basic level, interorganizational systems (IOS) are automated information systems, 
shared by two or more organizations, and designed to link business processes (Bakos, 1991; Cash & 
Konsynski, 1985; Steinfield, Markus, & Wigand, 2005). IOS provide pooled information resources 
such as common databases, communication networks, and common applications (e.g., airlines 
reservations systems). They also support supply chain management with suppliers and distributors. 
IOS allow partners in a network to collaborate by exchanging both structured (e.g., CAD/CASE) data 
and unstructured (e.g., discussion) data stored in repositories (Kumar & van Dissel, 1996). Most IOS 
are implemented to facilitate collaboration and to manage potential conflict via electronic integration 
(Kumar & van Dissel, 1996; Volkoff, Chan, & Newson, 1999), thus enabling the expansion of a firm’s 
business scope and the reengineering of interorganizational business processes (Kambil & Short, 
1994).  
 
Research on IOS was launched in 1982 with a seminal research paper (Barrett & Konsynski, 1982). 
However, it was not until several years later that empirical studies of IOS began to appear regularly in 
IS journals. From its formative years, IOS quickly attracted researchers focused on specific 
technologies such as electronic data interchange (EDI). Subsequently, IOS research expanded to 
include related areas such as supply chain management and electronic commerce initiatives involving 
more extensive integration of business processes using a variety of emerging technologies (e.g., 
XML-based standard RosettaNet and ebXML, and Radio Frequency Identification). Today, designing 
and using IOS continue to present a number of economic and social challenges related to the 
ownership and governance of business processes that span multiple organizations. These challenges 
are likely to multiply as IOS implementation expands and as organizations linked by IOS become 
more globally dispersed. For these reasons, IOS research is likely to proliferate for the foreseeable 
future. 
 
But how should future research on IOS proceed? Without thoughtful guidance, IOS research may 
continue down the same paths established during its first 25 years of existence. As valuable as past 
research on IOS might be, continuing the present course poses the risk of ignoring the development 
and/or application of theories that are more capable of explaining the antecedents and consequences 
of contemporary IOS.  
 
In order to guide researchers in relevant theoretical directions, we first review and summarize 
empirical studies published in eleven IS journals during the period in which IOS attained prominence 
as an important application of IT: 1990-2003. This literature addresses three primary issues: (1) 
factors influencing organizational adoption of IOS; (2) the impact of IOS on governance over 
economic transactions; and (3) the organizational consequences of IOS. Next, we assess the 
theoretical underpinnings used to guide research on these issues. In accord with earlier reviews of 
IOS and EDI research (Chatterjee & Ravichandran, 2004; Elgarah et al., 2005), we show IOS to be 
an area in which numerous theories have been used and where no single theory has dominated. We 
show how multiple theories complement each other by compensating for limitations and biases 
inherent in individual theories. We also advise researchers to theorize the IOS artifact instead of 
settling for descriptions of IOS features. Finally, we propose new research directions and consider 
new theoretical approaches for addressing them. Although our recommendations imply even greater 
theoretical diversity in IOS research, they raise prospects for generating theories unique to the IS field. 
As a consequence, focus on theory can maintain the IS field’s inherent diversity while establishing a 
more distinct identity.  
2. Method 
We ground our review in the population of empirical IOS research articles published between 1990 
and 2003 in 11 IS journals: MIS Quarterly, Information Systems Research, Journal of Management 
Information Systems, Information & Management, European Journal of Information Systems, 
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Management Science, Journal of Organizational Computing and Electronic Commerce, IEEE 
Transactions on Engineering Management, Information Systems Journal, Journal of Strategic 
Information Systems, and Journal of Information Technology. Although Straub (2006) notes that the 
selection of journals plays a crucial role in the assessment of past research, he admits that there are 
no clearly established criteria to govern the choice of particular journals. We use three criteria for 
selecting the group of 11 journals. First, because we are writing for the IS audience, we exclude 
journals from other disciplines such as marketing, organization science, and decision sciences. 
Second, we select journals based on their reputations in the IS field and on the frequency of articles 
published on IOS, as shown in Table 1. Third, we include journals aligned with both North American 
and European IS research communities.  
 
We identify the initial set of articles through a combination of keyword search and visual inspection of 
abstracts. The keywords used are: EDI, electronic data interchange, interorganizational, supply chain, 
channel, supplier, and electronic commerce. We also read the abstracts of articles whose titles 
suggest attention to IOS, even where those articles are not identified in the keyword search. We 
narrow the final set of articles by eliminating theory development papers, literature reviews, and 
papers employing a design science methodology. We also eliminate papers that focus on the use of 
IOS technologies to transform established markets, specifically the London Insurance Market (Barrett 
& Walsham, 1999; Barrett, 1999) and the Dutch Flower Auction (Kambil & van Heck, 1998). Excluding 
papers about market transformation allows us to focus on the organizational adoption of IOS and its 
organizational consequences. This process produces 104 empirical articles for our analysis. Because 
our primary interest is assessing theoretical trends and future directions, we restrict our review to 
empirical articles because they best demonstrate the influence of theoretical choices on the 
production of research findings. In contrast, theories presented in non-empirical papers have not yet 
demonstrated their influence over research practice.  
 
Table 1.  Selected Journals       
Journal Beginning Year (Volume) 
Total 
Articles 
IOS 
Articles 
% of IOS 
Articles 
Selected 
Articles 
European Journal of 
Information Systems 1993 (Vol. 2)*    244    21     9%     11 
IEEE Transactions on 
Engineering Management 1990 (Vol. 37)    526    13     2%       6 
Information & Management 1990 (Vol. 18)    713    26     4%     17 
Information Systems 
Journal 1995 (Vol. 5)*    140      9     6%       3 
Information Systems 
Research 1990 (Vol. 1)    275    17     6%       9 
Journal of Information 
Technology 1990 (Vol. 5)    339    19     6%       5 
Journal of Management 
Information Systems 1990 (Vol. 6)    464    29     6%     15 
Journal of Organizational 
Computing and Electronic 
Commerce 
1991 (Vol. 1)    212    13     6%       5 
Journal of Strategic 
Information Systems 1991 (Vol. 1)    212    27   13%     18 
Management Science 1990 (Vol. 36) 1,230    14     1%       5 
MIS Quarterly 1990 (Vol. 14)    341    14     4%     10 
Total   4,696  202     104 
* Earlier volumes are not available at ProQuest or EBSCOhost.  
 
